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1
ROLL-TILT BALL TURRET CAMERA
HAVING COILED DATA TRANSMISSION
CABLE

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application is a continuation of U.S. patent applica-
tion Ser. No. 13/220,562, filed Aug. 29, 2011, and titled
ROLL-TILT BALL TURRET CAMERA HAVING COILED
DATA TRANSMISSION CABLE, the entire disclosure of
which is incorporated by reference herein.

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present disclosure relates generally to camera-
equipped aircraft, for example unmanned aerial vehicles used
for surveillance.

BACKGROUND

Unmanned aerial vehicles, or UAVs, are invaluable tools
for intelligence gathering because they are pilotless and
reduce exposure and risk to human life during their operation.
They find application above battle fields and in other hazard-
ous environments, and can be fitted with information-gather-
ing equipment such as cameras configured to acquire images
of the terrain below. The images can be video or still and can
be stored for subsequent retrieval, or transmitted in real-time
to a remote home station for storage or analysis.

Typically, the UAV-mounted camera is disposed in a gim-
baled turret below the fuselage of the camera. The turret is
movable by a remote operator having radio frequency (RF)
communication with the UAV, its flight controls, and its vari-
ous equipment, including the camera. Moving the gimbaled
turret, with its camera, enables the operator to concentrate
attention on a particular area of interest, for example to cap-
ture higher resolution images of the area of interest, or to scan
over a broad region in order to pick up any activity that
warrants greater scrutiny, either in real time or during subse-
quent analysis of the images.

OVERVIEW

As described herein, a ball turret assembly for supporting a
camera. The ball turret assembly includes a first shaft rotat-
able about a first axis relative to a first fixed point, the first
shaft having an axially-extending interior region in commu-
nication with an exterior of the first shaft by way of a first exit
port. The ball turret assembly also includes a first guide dis-
posed at least partially circumferentially on the first shaft
proximally to the first exit port, and a cable extending along
the interior region of the first shaft and exiting the first shaft at
the first exit port, the cable looping at least partially around
the first shaft and affixed at the first fixed point.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The accompanying drawings, which are incorporated into
and constitute a part of this specification, illustrate one or
more examples of embodiments and, together with the
description of example embodiments, serve to explain the
principles and implementations of the embodiments.

In the drawings:

FIGS. 1A and 1B are perspective views of an unmanned
surveillance aircraft having an example ball turret assembly;
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2

FIG. 2A is close up perspective view of the example ball
turret assembly mounted on the aircraft of FIG. 1;

FIG. 2B is a bottom view of the example ball turret assem-
bly in FIG. 2A;

FIG. 2C is a side view of the example ball turret assembly
in FIG. 2A;

FIG. 2D is a front view of the example ball turret assembly
in FIG. 2A;

FIG. 2E is a rear view of the example ball turret assembly
in FIG. 2A;

FIG. 3 is a schematic view showing a wiring arrangement
for cables of the ball turret assembly; and

FIG. 4 is a schematic view showing extended and con-
tracted cable arrangements.

DESCRIPTION OF EXAMPLE EMBODIMENTS

Example embodiments are described herein in the context
ofaroll-tilt ball turret camera having coiled data transmission
cable. Those of ordinary skill in the art will realize that the
following description s illustrative only and is not intended to
be in any way limiting. Other embodiments will readily sug-
gest themselves to such skilled persons having the benefit of
this disclosure. Reference will now be made in detail to
implementations of the example embodiments as illustrated
in the accompanying drawings. The same reference indica-
tors will be used to the extent possible throughout the draw-
ings and the following description to refer to the same or like
items.

Inthe interest of clarity, not all of the routine features of the
implementations described herein are shown and described. It
will, of course, be appreciated that in the development of any
such actual implementation, numerous implementation-spe-
cific decisions must be made in order to achieve the develop-
er’s specific goals, such as compliance with application- and
business-related constraints, and that these specific goals will
vary from one implementation to another and from one devel-
oper to another. Moreover, it will be appreciated that such a
development effort might be complex and time-consuming,
but would nevertheless be a routine undertaking of engineer-
ing for those of ordinary skill in the art having the benefit of
this disclosure.

The term “exemplary” is used exclusively herein to mean
“serving as an example, instance or illustration.” Any
embodiment described herein as “exemplary” is not neces-
sarily to be construed as preferred or advantageous over other
embodiments.

FIGS. 1A and 1B are perspective views of an unmanned
reconnaissance aircraft 100. The aircraft 100 has a fuselage
102 mounting a left wing 104 and a right wing 106. The
aircraft 100 is powered by an engine 108 which rotates a
propeller 110. The aircraft 100 is stabilized with the assis-
tance of elevators 114 and a tail 116 mounted on a boom 112.
In this example, the aircraft 100 is small enough to be carried
by an individual soldier and has a top speed of about 55 knots
and a cruising speed of about 25 knots. Of course, the prin-
ciples described herein may be applied to larger or smaller
aircraft that are faster or slower than the example aircraft 100
in FIG. 1.

The aircraft 100 includes a ball turret assembly 118 that is
suspended from an under surface 120 of the fuselage 102. The
ball turret assembly 118 includes a ball turret 122 that is
mounted in a housing 124 on the under surface 120. The ball
turret 122 is mounted in front of a fairing 126 that is also part
of'the housing 124. In this example, the ball turret 122 holds
an infrared camera 130 and a color camera 132. In this
example, the infrared camera 130 may be a MicroTau 320 or
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640 model camera available from FLIR and the color camera
is a 5 megapixel Model MT9P031 EO sensor. Both cameras
are configured for taking approximately 30 frames per second
video stream of images but may also send still images at
higher resolution. Of course other types of cameras and/or
sensors may be mounted in the ball turret 122. The ball turret
122 is rotated by a yoke which is mounted on the fairing 126.
As will be explained below, the fairing 126 in combination
with the ball turret assembly 118 reduces drag because the
yoke is behind the ball turret 122. By actuators for tilting and
rolling the ball turret 122, the cameras 130 and 132 may be
directed toward areas under the under surface 120 of the
fuselage 102. As shown in FIG. 1A, the ball turret has been
rotated to point the cameras 130 and 132 to the left side of the
aircraft 100. F1G. 1A shows an approximate imaging area that
may be viewed by the cameras 130 and 132 in this position.
FIG. 1B shows the ball turret 122 rotated to position the
cameras 130 and 132 to view an area to the front of the aircraft
100.

FIGS. 2A-2E are close up views of the example ball turret
assembly 118 in FIG. 1. FIG. 2A is close up perspective view
of the example ball turret assembly 118, FIG. 2B is a bottom
view of the example ball turret assembly 118, FIG. 2C is a
side view of the example ball turret assembly 118, FIG. 2D is
a front view of the example ball turret assembly 118 and FIG.
2E is a rear view of the example ball turret assembly 118. The
ball turret assembly 118 includes the ball turret 122 mounted
on the fairing 126 on the under surface 120 of FIG. 1 via a
gimbal assembly 200. A yoke 202 extends from the fairing
126. The yoke 202 includes a pair of forks 204 and 206 that
have ends that hold the ball turret 122 via pins 208 and 210.
The forks 204 and 206 have respective opposite ends from the
pins 208 and 210 connected by a cross bar 212. The cross bar
212 is attached to a roll drive shaft 214 that supports the yoke
202 from the fairing 126. The ball turret 122 includes an
exterior surface 220 that is water proof and sealed to protect
the mechanical and electrical components such as the cam-
eras 130 and 132 stored therein. Since the yoke 202 does not
have any actuating or electronic components the number of
parts requiring water-proofing is also decreased. The exterior
surface 220 has an aperture 222 for the infrared camera 130
and a mounting cylinder 224 for the color camera 132.

A roll axis is represented by a dashed line 240 which points
forward relative to the aircraft 100. As will be explained the
ball turret 122 may be rotated around the roll axis 240 via the
roll drive shaft 214 being rotated by a roll actuator in the
fairing 126. A tilt axis represented by a dashed line 250 is 90
degrees offset from the roll axis 240. The ball turret 122 is
therefore rotated on the forks 204 and 206 around the tilt axis
250 via a tilt actuator contained in the turret 122. A wiring
harness 260 containing wiring for power, data and commu-
nications extends from the fairing 126 to the ball turret 122
through the interior of the drive shaft 214 and is attached to
the yoke 202 and follows the fork 204 to the interior of the ball
turret 122. In one embodiment, the range of rotation of the roll
drive shaft 214 aboutroll axis 240 is almost a complete circle,
or 360 degrees, although this not intended to be limited and
rotations greater than 360 degrees are contemplated. In a
more preferable embodiment, the range of rotation of the roll
drive shaft 214 about roll axis 240 is less than a complete
circle, and is about 270 degrees.

FIG. 3 shows an embodiment of a wiring system for cable
bundle 264 of ball turret assembly 118. Cable bundle 264
used to communicate video and possibly other signals, such
as command, power, data and communications signals, to and
from the interior of ball turret 122. In one embodiment, the
cable bundle 264 includes six individual co-axial cables (not
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shown). The roll motion of roll drive shaft 214 is indicated by
the double-headed arrow R. Also shown in FIG. 3 is the yoke
202 which supports ball turret 122 for rotation about tilt axis
250. Tilt shaft 262 is rigidly mounted relative yoke 202, and
rotatably supports ball turret 122. In one embodiment, the
range of rotation of ball turret 122 about tilt shaft 262 and tilt
axis 250 is about 135 degrees.

As seen in FIG. 3, cable bundle 264 runs axially inside roll
drive shaft 214 and tilt shaft 262. Notches 266, and 266, are
provided at the ends of shafts 214 and 262, in communication
with the shaft interiors, with the cable 264 passing through the
notches to extend interiorly of the shafts. Notches 266, and
266, serve as exits ports and may instead take the form of
holes drilled in the shafts to the interiors thereof. The cable
bundle 264 is provided with strain relieving loops Lz and L.,
at each of the exit points from the shafts 214 and 262, each
loop containing enough slack to permit unfettered rotation
about the axes 240 and 250 for the angle ranges recited above,
without consuming too much of the limited room available,
for example within ball turret 122 for loop L. A fixed point
268 relative to roll drive shaft 214 is shown, and this fixed
point may be for example a portion of a housing, a printed
circuit board, or other component, fixed relative to the fairing
126, to which the cable is secured. Similarly, a fixed point 270
relative to tilt shaft 262 is shown, said fixed point being a
portion of the rotatable ball turret 122, for example the hous-
ing of the ball turret, or a printed circuit board or other
component contained therein that is fixed relative to the ball
turret. Cable bundle 264 is illustrated using a single line that
is broken in portions thereof to indicate that the bundle passes
interiorly of yoke 202, between the yoke and ball turret 122.
However, this is not mandatory and the bundle 264 can
instead pass exteriorly of yoke 202. In addition, while a single
line is used to designate the cable bundle 264, it should be
understood that some of the cables of the bundle may branch
away from that line at any portion thereof, to connect to other
components that are not shown.

Shafts 214 and 262 are provided with guides 272 and 274
operative to preserve the integrity of the loops L, and L,
maintaining their positions and configurations relative to the
corresponding shafts and to the notches 266, and 266, from
whence the bundle 264 exits the shafts. In one embodiment,
guides 272 and 274 are arcuate in shape and have an increas-
ing radius from the center of the shaft, as best seen in FIG. 4,
serving to conform and guide the loops throughout their range
of contraction (Lz, L;) and expansion (L', L;") as the relative
rotation about the roll and tilt axes 240 and 250 occurs. In
another embodiment, guides 272 and 274 are of constant
radius and serve to fix the cable bundle 264 around the respec-
tive shaft for a fixed length and then release it to coil/uncoil
with shaft rotation. The use of the guides 272 and 274 reduces
the deleterious effects of cycling the cable bundle 264
through the range of rotations of the shafts, controlling the
take up and release of the slack in the bundle to minimize
mechanical fatigue therein. The guides 272 and 274 also
operate to provide strain relief and to diffuse bending forces,
to which coaxial cables may be particularly sensitive. It
should be noted that other shapes for the guides 272 and 274
are contemplated, and their increasing radii need not originate
at the axes 240 and 250. Similarly, in one embodiment, only
one of the guides 272 and 274 is utilized, the other being
omitted.

While embodiments and applications have been shown and
described, it would be apparent to those skilled in the art
having the benefit of this disclosure that many more modifi-
cations than mentioned above are possible without departing
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from the inventive concepts disclosed herein. The invention,
therefore, is not to be restricted except in the spirit of the
appended claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A ball turret assembly for supporting a camera, compris-

ing:

a first shaft rotatable about a first axis relative to a first fixed
point, the first shaft having an axially-extending interior
region in communication with an exterior of the first
shaft by way of a first exit port;

a cable extending along the interior region of the first shaft
and exiting the first shaft at the first exit port, the cable
looping at least partially around the first shaft and affixed
at the first fixed point, the cable loop contracting or
expanding with rotation of the first shaft and

a first guide for conforming and guiding the cable loop
during said contracting or expanding, the first guide
disposed at least partially circumferentially on the first
shaft proximally to the first exit port.

2. The ball turret assembly of claim 1, wherein rotation of

the first shaft imparts roll motion to the camera.

3. The ball turret assembly of claim 1, wherein the first

shaft is configured to rotate less that 360 degrees.

4. The ball turret assembly of claim 3, further including a

fairing into which the first shaft extends, the first fixed point
being fixed relative to the fairing.
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5. The ball turret assembly of claim 1, wherein the first
shaft is configured to rotate about 270 degrees.
6. The ball turret assembly of claim 1, wherein rotation of
the first shaft imparts tilt motion to the camera.
7. The ball turret assembly of claim 6, further including a
ball turret housing the camera, the first shaft being rotatable
relative to the ball turret, the first fixed point being fixed
relative to the ball turret.
8. The ball turret assembly of claim 6, wherein the first
shaft is configured to rotate less than 135 degrees.
9. The ball turret assembly of claim 1, further comprising:
a second shaft rotatable about a second axis relative to a
second fixed point, the second shaft having an axially-
extending interior region in communication with an
exterior of the second shaft by way of a second exit port;
and
a second guide disposed at least partially circumferentially
on the second shaft proximally to the second exit port,

wherein the cable extends along the interior region of the
second shaft and exits the second shaft at the second exit
port, the cable looping at least partially around the sec-
ond shaft and affixed at the second fixed point.

10. The ball turret assembly of claim 9, further comprising
ayoke supporting one of the shafts, the cable passing along an
interior portion of the yoke.
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